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The present study sought to investigate the relationship between locus of 
control and academic achievement among a sample of students grades seven through 
twelve. A total of 187 (106 males and 81 females) students from public scho~ls 
voluntarily participated in this study. The Nowicki-Strickland Locus of Contrb1 Scale 
I 
(N-SLCS) was used as a measure oflocus of control, and the student-reported grade 
average was utilized to establish level of academic achievement. Results indicated a 
significant inverse relationship between the students' level of locus of control and 
academic achievement. The N-SLCS appears to exhibit empirical value in effgrts to 
identify motivational factors related to school performance. As such, school I 
counselors, school psychologists, administrators, and teachers of both regular!and 
I 
exceptional education may consider employing it as an evaluation tool helpful;in the 
; 
endorsement of programmatic intervention efforts which will facilitate student 
I 
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The Relationship Between Locus of Control and 
Self-reported Academic Achievement 
Since the introduction of the impact of one's expectancy with regard tl 
outcome behavior by Rotter (I 954), locus of control has become one of the Jost 
I 
I 
researched constructs of the field of personality psychology (Leone & Bums, 1WOO). 
Specifically, an extensive body of research exists which suggests that many vJriables, 
I 
I 
' including motivation, impacts student attitudes toward both the student's participation 
in and achievement in the learning environment (Nunn, Montgomery, & NuJ, 1986). 
I 
Our classrooms are encumbered with children who otherwise can learii, who 
even perceive themselves as learners, but who do not learn. Lucking and Mabmng 
I 
I 
(1996) reported that in 1993, 30.8% of 12 to 14 year olds were perfonning b~low 
' 
their grade level. The percentages for African-American males and Hispanic-I 
American males were even higher, at 44.2% and 36.9% respectively. Though these 
numbers are high, and the state of achievement with America's adolescents Jay 
. I 
cause alarm, this concern increases as these percentages are compared to data from 
i 
1983. Since that year, the number of students age 12 to 14 who performed b~low 
grade level grew from 24.8% to 30.8% in 1993. 
I 
Wood (2001) contends that test scores and academic achievement will not 
I 
improve without willing, confident learners. In studying the beliefs of both high-
' 
' 
achieving and low-achieving students, Bempechat (1999) reported that though 
students who were succeeding in school attributed their success to their abili&, lower 
I 
achievers believed that their failure was due to a lack of ability. The acceptance of 
I 
I 
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I 
the importance of innate ability and the de-emphasis of effort, and the roles that both 
play on educational success, compounds the lower achievers' belief that they have 
little or no control over their educational accomplishments. It may be argued !that 
I 
allowing students to experience academic and personal success, as the educational 
I 
I 
experiences then become authentic, produces learners who willingly value eff<;>rt and 
are confident in their ability and efficacy. Currently, many adolescents are failing in 
I 
I 
school. Those adolescents have much in common. One such commonality that 
requires study is the student's ownership oflearning: locus of control. I 
Social-Leaming The01y 
I 
According to interpretation of Rotter's original work, locus of control may 
be conceptualized as a generalized expectancy or belief, which defines the perceived 
degree to which individuals control the events in their lives (Brown, 1980; Lelne & 
Bums, 2000; Sterbin & Rakow, l 996). Locus of control encompasses the manner in 
i 
which individuals attribute responsibility, ownership, or blame for their behavjor and 
' 
its outcomes (Nunn et. al., l 986). This theory also allows for the categorizatjon of 
I 
people according to the degree to which a person attributes the events that hJppen as 
a function of his/her own control, skills, or behaviors (Rotter, Chance, & PhJes, 
I 
i 
1972). Brown (1980) refers to locus of control as a "bipolar continuum" (p. 2). 
I 
These opposite poles are referred to as internal and external locus of control. I 
The prototypical individual who would be categorized as having an internal 
locus of control perceives a reliable, predictable relationship between behaviJ or 
! 
I 
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rulers of their own fates. The rewards or punishments they receive are the direct 
I 
function of their actions. Additionally, as internals perceive their own behavior as 
instrumental in producing outcomes, they will act accordingly to produce the butcome 
I 
I 
that they desire or to avoid undesirable outcomes (Leone & Bums, 2000; Sterbin & 
Rakow, 1996). Because operant behavior consists of actions that operate on lhe 
environment to produce specific consequences, and the reoccurrence of these actions 
will be determined by the conditions of the outcomes, this expectancy theory 
recapitulates the most basic constructs of behaviorism (Driscol~ 2000; Corey, 1996). 
I 
Conversely, the prototypical individual categorized as having an external 
locus of control sees no relationship between actions and the outcomes of th1se 
actions. These individuals view the outcomes or events of their lives as being 
controlled by external forces (Sterbin & Rakow, 1996). Externals have a pestmistic 
I 
view of their own power over their personal destinies. The rewards and punishments 
I 
for these individuals are believed to vary as the result of erratic, unstable forc~s or 
I with the whims of powerful others (Brown, 1980; Leone & Bums, 2000). 
Though externals are unable to distinguish the causality between their actions 
and outcomes, internals are able to see a relationship between present actions/ and 
future outcomes. Lasane and Jones (1999) contend that externals do not view hard 
work and planning as a means to achieve a desired outcome, and do not partibipate in 
I 
i 
goal-setting activity. Internals, however, both set goals and believe that they :have the 
abilities and skills to achieve these goals. The internal' s ability to discern thi~ 
' relationship has an impact on goal setting, and therefore on academic succesi. Rotter 
I 
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' 
et al. (1972) add that internals have the tendency to commit themselves to personal, 
decisive action, and this commitment to their goals lends to achievement. 
Specifically, children who have a positive internal locus of control, taking 
responsibility for both their actions and their outcomes, including those regarding 
I 
their own learning, inherently seek learning activities that will bring them success 
(Nunn et al., 1986). Nunn and Nunn (1993) stress that the most important 
educational. efforts that can be made to ensure academic success of students a\-e 
efforts to allow students to feel a sense of control or empowerment. Logicall~, in 
' 
feeling a sense of control over their own learning, individuals who make choi6es, and 
I 
who are allowed opportunities to become successful, become more successful 
! 
students. 
Locus of Control and Academic Achievement 
Research studies have supported a direct association between locus of control 
and adaptation to the school environment. For example, Nowicki and Round~ree 
I 
(1970), in a study of twelfth-grade students, found that while intelligence had!no 
i 
relationship to locus of control, a relationship between locus of control and abademic 
achievement existed. Nunn et al. (1986) similarly found significant negative ! 
' 
relationships between locus of control and scores on the Iowa Tests of Basic lskills. 
With this study of both male and female students in grades five through eightj 
extemality was associated with tendencies oflower levels of achievement. Bar-Tai, 
I 
Kfir, Bar-Zohar, and Chen (1980) conducted a longitudinal study ofisraeli-Jewish 
I 
I 
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1 
socio-economic status, level of aspiration, and level of anxiety, and locus of c~ntrol. 
' 
Lasane and Jones (1999) reported an association between successful academic 
I 
achievement and temporal orientation- the ability and tendency to focus on pJst, 
present and future time. As previously identified, the individual with a high lelel of 
I 
internal locus of control recognizes the relationship between present action Jd future 
outcome. This again suggests that an association between locus of control jd 
academic achievement exists. 
Though Kulas (1996) described th!lt academic achievement is less stable than 
locus of contra~ the study demonstrates that adolescence is a.period of conslcy of 
the level oflocus of control. Additionally, though locus of control is better 
established and more consistent in males in early adolescence, females establish this 
consistency in later adolescence. This would suggest that locus of control is 
established during a very early period of maturation. If locus of control is established 
during this period, then its effects on academic achievement should be clear ahd 
measur~le. I 
It is, ·therefore, the purpose of this study to investigate the relationshiJ 
between locus of control and self-reported academic achievement. It is hypoJhesized 
I 
that no relationship exists between the Nowicki-Strickland Locus of Control Scale for 
Children score and the self-reported grade average. 




The subjects for this study were 234 middle and secondary school students 
' 
from public schools in central and eastern Kentucky. However, surveys that 1 
contained incomplete demographic information were disregarded, leaving a total of 
! 
187 subjects for this study. Data from this convenience sample was collectediwithin 
thirty days during the spring of 2001. Three of the schools were alternative settings, 
I 
while four schools were regular educational settings. These students ranged in age 
from 14 to 19, with 82.8% (n = 155) of the subjects falling between the ages:of 15 to 
I 
17. All of the subjects surveyed were enrolled in grades 7 through 12, thoug~ 86. l % 
(n = 161) of the subjects surveyed reported a grade placement of 9th through [ Ith• 
Females comprised43.3% (n = 81) of the subjects; 56.7% (n = 106) of the s~bjects 
' 
were males. Subjects from regular public educational settings encompassed 65.2% (n 
= 122), while 34.8% (n = 65) of the subjects reported placement in alternative 
' 
educational settings. A majority of the sample was Caucasian, representing 66.8% (n 
= 125) of the subjects sampled; 26.2% (n = 49) of the subjects were African-I 
American; 2.1% (n = 4) of the subjects were Native American; Hispanic and Asian 
' 
subjects each comprised 1. I% (n = 2), (11 = 2). The parents of 47.6% (11 = 8~) of the 
subjects were married, while the parents of52.5% (11 = 98) of the subjects were 
divorced, separated, or unmarried. 
I 
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Procedure 
All subjects participating in this study were instructed that their involvement 
was entirely voluntary. Individual school personnel administered the scales jd 
I 
questionnaires. The school personnel who facilitated the administration ofthi,s 
instrument informed students that they could choose at any time not to compl~te the 
study. All information obtained during this study was treated as confidential. 
Students were instructed to complete the information as fully as possible, while not 
writing names anywhere on the scale packet or student information form. Anbnymity 
of the subjects was safeguarded. Scale packets that were incomplete were 
disregarded. 
As a part of the demographic data, subjects were asked to report theij grade 
average for all classes by letter grade. As this was self-reported, and no verification 
I 
' 
of grade status was conducted, the grade can reflect either the true average, or an 
inflated grade report. j 
For the purposes of this study, a grade average of A or B was considered a 
I 
high grade average, and therefore a high academic'achiever; a grade average ~fC, D, 
or F was considered a low grade average, and therefore a low academic achiJver. 
1 
I 
Additionally, as results ofNowicki and Strickland (1973) produced a mean of 12.87 
I 
(n = 615) for all subjects tested in the target age group of the current study, those 
I 
subjects scoring 13 and below are considered to have a low score, or a more internal 
locus of control, while those scoring 14 or above are considered to have a hiJh score, 
I 
' or more external locus of control. 
I 
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Results 
The purpose of this study was to examine the relationship between locus of 
control and academic achievement. The student-reported grade average was !tilized 
as the measure of the level of academic achievement. Table 1 outlines that sikruficant 
! 
Pearson product-moment correlations were obtained between the student's level of 
I 
locus of control and grade average (r = -.27,p < .0001), while moderate correlations 
i 
were obtained between the student's level oflocus of control and school setttg (r = 
.14,p < .10) and age (r = .10,p > .10). Point-biserial correlation calculations for 
school setting and locus of control score produced relatively insignificant res11lts (rpb 
I 
= .14,p < .10), and analysis of the mean locus of control scores for students J.hose 
placement was in a regular setting (M= 13.81, SD= 4.81) and the mean locJ of 
! 
control scores of those students placed in an alternative setting (M= 15.17, SD= 
! 
' 4.58), the students in alternative settings score received higher scores, 1(185) ,= 1.87, p 
= .0634, thus indicating a more external locus of control. 
T- tests for independent samples of grade average showed a significant mean 
difference when comparing .locus of control score and grade average relationihips 
I 
among high achieving (M= 13.34, n = 116) and low achieving students (M115.82, n 
= 71), 1(185) = 3.55,p = .0005. 
The two-dimensional chi-square test produced a significant difference in the 
. I 
grade averages of students who received high locus of control scores (n = 97) in 
comparison to those who had low locus of control scores (n = 90) x2 ( 4, N = 187) = 
15.44,p = .004. 
I 
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Discussion 
The findings of this study reveal a significant relationship between locus of 
control and academic achievement, therefore the null hypothesis is rejected. ts a 
student's academic achievement, in terms of the grade average that they report to earn 
' 
in the academic setting, increases, the student's locus of control score decreases, 
thereby indicating a more internal-based locus of control. Though a moderatJ 
I 
relationship was revealed between locus of control and school setting and agci, 
respectively, the most significant variable showing a relationship with locus df 
control is academic achievement. , 
I 
As students interpret that they have less control over the outcomes of their 
I 
own learning, lower academic achievement can be expected. Increasing the ~dent's 
sense of ownership of his/her academic success will foster a higher level of 
achievement. Empowering students with knowledge and the responsibility for that 
I 
knowledge will produce successful students, and therefore successful school{ 
i 
Though this was not considered during the recourse of this study, an : 
! 
interesting finding of this study was that the mean locus of control scores for re 
current subjects were consistently higher than the locus of control score norms for 
I 
subjects of the same age and gender, as reported by Nowicki and Strickland in the 
establishment of the reliability and validity of the instrument. The majority Jf the 
s.bjects w= from =al Appa!aclrls Md m ~rellort topio fm furtbe, srudy rllid 
be a study of how the locus of control score of rural Appalachian students would 
I 
compare with students from different geographical areas. Additionally, because this 
i 
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study was centered in Kentucky public schools, with students who have been l 
produced by the Kentucky Education Reform Act, further study may indicate 
difference in the educational ownership students feel under a different educatilnal 
system. 
Implications for Counselors 
A goal of a comprehensive school guidance program could be to establish a 
programmatic curriculum that encompasses not only goal-setting and achieviJg skills, 
but also skills of self-assessment with regard to personal and academic goals .. As 
suggested by Brown (1999), several factors, including the improvement of school 
olim,re ~• ioooJ,,;,,g - = aid m impro,ang the """"""' aohi-, of 
students. Systems of reinforcement of higher levels of self-control and activel 
participation in learning can be employed not only by educators, but also parents and 
community members. 
As counselors, in their role in the education of their students, understand the 
I 
encompassing power of personal ownership in motivation to learn, they must:seek 
ways to remove barriers to success. An overwhelming barrier for students mt be 
their lack of connection between behavior and outcome. As this lack of connLtion 
I 
may be a problematic belief system, it can account for other difficulties that Je 
student may be facing. Teaching students the skills to recognize and accept these 
causal rel~tionships ~ay help to develop a successful child, in academic, as I ell as 
personal and social dimensions. 
' I 
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Table 1 
Pearson Product-Moment Correlations between Locus of Control nd 
Independent Variables 
fudependent variable Coefficient p 
Grade average -.2664 .000 
School setting .1360 .063 
Parental status .1119 .127 
Year .0693 .346 
Gender -.0181 .806 
Age .0999 .174 
Ethnicity .0701 .340 
N=l87 
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Appendix A 
Student Information Form 
Locus of Control Study 
Morehead State University 
1 




Gender Male Female 
( circle one) 
Ethnicity 







Grade average for all classes A's B's C's D's F's 
( circle one) 
Your parents are ( circle one): married divorced separated 
I attend Regular Classroom Alternative School 
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AppendixB 
N-SLCS 
Please circle yes or no for each question as it applies to you. 
Yes No I. Do you believe that most problems will solve themselves if you just don't fool with 
them? I 
Yes No 2. Do you believe that you can stop yourself from catching a cold? 
Yes No 3. Are some kids just born lucky? 
Yes No 4. Most of the time do you feel that getting good grades means a great deal to you? 
I 
Yes No 5. Are you often blamed for things that just aren't your fit ult? 
I 
Yes No 6. Do you believe that if somebody studies hard enough he or she can pass any subject1 
I 
Yes No 7. Do you feel that most of the time it doesn't pay to try hard because things never tum 
out right anvwav? ' 
Yes No 8. Do you feel that if things start out well in the morning it's going,to be a good day no 
matter what vou do? ! 
Yes No 9. Do you feel that most of the time parents listen to what their ch' dren have to say? 
Yes No 10. Do you believe that wishing can make good things happen? 
Yes No 11. When you get punished does it usually seem it's for no good rea~on at all? 
' 
' 
Yes No 12. Most of the time do you find it hard to change a friend's opinion? 
Yes No 13. Do you think that cheering more than luck helps a team to win? 
Yes No 14. Do you feel that it's nearly impossible to change your parent's td about anything? 
Yes No 15. Do you believe that your parents should allow you to make most of your own 
decisions? · I 
Yes No 16. Do you feel that when you do something wrong there's very little you can do to maki 
it rioht? I 
Yes No 17. Do you believe that most kids are just born good at sports? 
I 
Yes No 18. Are most of the other kids your age stronger than you are? 
I 
Yes No 19. Do you feel that one of the best ways to handle most problems is just not to think 
about them? I 
I Locus of Control -15-
Yes No 20. Do you feel that you have a lot of choice in deciding who your friends are? 
I 
Yes No 21. If you find a four-leaf clover do you believe that it might bring you good luck? 
I 
Yes No 22. Do you often feel that whether you do your homework has much to do with what . 
kind of 1m1des you get? I 
Yes No 23. Do you feel that when a kid your age decides to hit you, there's ittle you can do to 
ston him or her? 
Yes No 24. Have you ever had a good luck charm? 
Yes No 25. Do you believe that whether or not people like you depends on Iiow you act? 
Yes No 26. Will your parents usually help you if you ask them to? 
Yes No 27. Have you felt that when people were mean to you it was usually for no reason at all? 
I 
Yes No 28. Most of the time, do you feel that you can change what might happen tomorrow by 
what you do today? I 
Yes No 29. Do you believe that when bad things are going to happen they just are going to 
haooen no matter what you try to do to stop them? ! 
Yes No 30. Do you think that kids cao get their own way i(they just keep trying? 
' 
Yes No 31. Most of the time do you find it useless to try to get your own wily at home? 
I 
Yes No 32. Do you feel that when someone doesn't like you there's little you cao do about it? 
I 
Yes No 33. Do you feel that when somebody your own age waots to be your enemy there's little 
you can do to chaoge matters? I 
Yes No 34. Do you usually feel that it's easy to get friends to do what you waot them to? 
I 
I 
Yes No 35. Do you usually feel that you have little to say about what you get to eat at home? 
I 
Yes No 36. Do you feel that when someone doesn't like you there little you can to about it? 
I 
Yes No 37. Do you usually feel that it's almost useless to try in school because most other 
children are just plain smarter thao you are? I · 
Yes No 38. Are you the kind of person who believes that plaoning ahead makes things turn out 
better? I 
Yes No 39. Most of the time, do you feel that you have little to say about what your family 
decides to do? 
Yes No 40. Do you think it's better to be smart thao to be lucky? 
I 
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